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Dedication

 

 

For those who explore the universes with all their senses and minds open — you shall find the answers!

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 1

 

 

“TIME to close up,” he said, locking the door.

The man pocketed a thick gold-plated key and checked the window latch. His little shop of curiosities was not in a bad neighborhood, but some of the local boys had sticky fingers. Considering the importance of the five items on a special shelf behind the counter, he just couldn’t allow the possibility of theft. Those items would save the universe.

“Ha!” he said aloud to himself. “Save the universe. Listen to you.”

A tall man in his eighties, he flipped his defiantly brown hair out of his face and back over his collar. Then he surveyed his well-lit small shop. It was full of unusual objects, most of them musical in manner. Some, like the silver lyre on the front table, had been found on his travels around the planet he now called home. He had purchased the curved bowl mandolin on the planet that occupied the same position as this one, but one universe removed.

He picked up the metronome with the lead weight in the bottom of its polished metal case and set it to ticking.

Sound. Vibration. They were everything.

Resonance was why he spoke aloud even when alone in the shop. The air vibrated, stimulated all that existed. Passing a wind chime hung with metal tubes painted with the colors of the spectrum, he blew on it and then admired the sweet tinkle of colliding tubes.

Seven different notes played together produced a beautiful chord. It was so simple.

This chord approximated A-major, not useful for much more than a moment’s enjoyment. There were others more powerful, as Ruane Alm had showed him nearly sixteen years before. According to prophecy, the proper series of notes struck in a symmetrical spiral of sound could in theory vibrate the very molecules of the cosmos into a new arrangement to end all suffering.

The man crossed behind the counter and locked the empty cash drawer. Only occasional days produced a profit. This little shop had a different purpose, to draw out the warrior team who would heal the cosmos, understanding the call to arms posed by the universes. He had studied the gathered materials, preparing their way. But in fifteen years it hadn’t happened.

At last, with time running out, he had gone in search of them. He had traveled the alternate dimensions, selecting unique and interesting objects for their singularly discordant natures. Pungent scents. Sharp sounds. Clashing colors. So far, he had not found the persons that these objects would ignite into action.

But he was close. He could feel it.

The man turned off the lights and walked into the back room. On the table rested a worn black case approximately a meter long. He opened it to study the oversized tuning forks cradled in deep blue velvet. Each correlated with the particular vibration of a human being somewhere in the eleven dimensions. When he found those individuals, the forks would quiver and produce a beautiful bell-like sound, as the one to the far left had done when Ruane had showed him. He was the first. Five forks remained.

“Six universes down, five to go.” He was making progress toward the goal Ruane had set those many years ago. She had been killed to prevent her from completing her work, but he meant to see her dream fulfilled. After what they had meant to each other, he could do no less.

Time to go.

The man closed the case, lifted it gently in his right hand, and stepped out. As he locked the back door of the shop, a splash of new hope fed his soul as he prepared to make yet another leap into the unknown.

His mother had given him the name Carnelian Gale. But it had been years since he had referred to himself as anything but The Conductor.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 2

 

 

BRYONY Warrick lined up the semi-precious rocks on her desk.

Hematite, calcite, tiger eye, malachite, turquoise, lapis lazuli, and clear crystal quartz. These certain stones, collected over years, varied in color, size, and shape. She knew them all by touch alone. Often at night she took them to bed with her, rubbing them to feel their colors and their healing strength.

“Bee! You’d better be working on your math!”

Bee grimaced, wishing her mother would leave her alone. She was fifteen and perfectly capable of doing her assignment. She pointed two fingers at her closed bedroom door. “Bzzzzzzz.”

Minerals interested her more than geometry. They were important, their exact order, the gifts they brought. She just wasn’t sure how.

“Bee! I mean it!” Without knocking, Gina Warrick opened the door. “Do you need help?”

Bee put her head on the desk and covered her ears. “Bzzzzzzz.”

Her mother sighed. “Fine. I want it in my hands in twenty minutes!” She eyed the rocks. Then stepped out and closed the door.

“Almost,” Bee said. She reached in her desk drawer and took out a heavy plastic container, the kind her mother used to save leftovers, and pried off the lid. It was half-filled with sand, colored sand that at one time she had layered in a bottle at an art fair but had since mixed together so the colors had blended to gray.

She rubbed her fingers together in the sand, her eyes closed, feeling the sensation of the fine crystals against her skin, a ritual performed several times a day, especially before math.

After a few minutes, she felt calm again. With a deep breath, she tucked away the sand and took out her geometry book. She started the first problem, working with a yellow pencil. That was what she always used for math. Yellow was math. Science was blue.

Halfway through, her brother Reese barged into the room. The tall, broad-built boy plopped down on her bright pink bedspread and dropped his football helmet on the floor, where it rolled in a circle before coming to a stop.

Bee jumped and covered her ears to protect herself from the sound.

“Hey there little sped girl. I see Mom isn’t riding you about homework.” He glared at her. “Must be nice to be autistic.”

“I’m not stupid like you.” Bee knew Reese wasn’t supposed to call her names. Mom had told him often enough, but he never stopped so now she tossed names back at him.

She wasn’t sure what “autistic” was supposed to be. She had read about it in books. She was just what she was, not some word that started with A. Her favorite book was Songs of the Gorilla Nation, about a woman with autism who had learned to communicate with gorillas.

“Stupid is as stupid does,” she said.

Reese twisted up his face at her. He had the same auburn hair as Bee, a color received from their father’s genes. She hardly remembered their father. He took Reese away every other weekend, but never took her. She no longer went to the window to look at him.

“Bzzzzzzz,” she said, annoyed and wishing Reese would leave.

“You know that’s so damn lame. Knock it off. People talk about you at school, sped.”

Bee knew that term was derogatory by the tone of Reese’s voice, but couldn’t understand why it was bad. ‘Special’ was something extra good, so ‘special education’ should be something really great, right?

Besides she wasn’t in specials any more. Just speech. Her classes were regular, just like everyone else, and she finally didn’t have a TSS following her everywhere.

Since she could remember, she had been in occupational therapy. She had swung in a net and glued letters on paper. In hippotherapy, which she loved, she rode and cared for horses at a local farm. In de-sensitizing therapy, which she hated, her mother had scrubbed her body with a surgical sponge for fifteen minutes at a time several times a day.

The longest had been speech therapy, where she had struggled to learn language, a process that was short-circuited somewhere in her brain. So much didn’t make sense.

Like special education.

The TSS, Therapeutic Staff Support, had been a string of different women over the years who were supposed to help Bee learn skills to deal with life. Some Bee had liked. Most she had not. One she had hated for pinching her when her mother wasn’t looking. They came to her house or sat in class with her at school, always interrupting her thoughts with reminders. Take out your book, Bryony. Push in your chair, Bryony. Do you have your gym shoes, Bryony? The memories made her groan. Why couldn’t they call her Bee like everyone else?

“No smart remark for that, huh? Figures.” Reese smirked.

Bee eyed the grass-stained football helmet on her floor. Her brother played ball every Friday, sometimes at their school and sometimes somewhere else. Mom made her go, even though she hated being in the stadium. Everyone yelled. The noise made her want to hide.

She stared at the grass and mud. “It’s dirty.”

“What?” Reese pulled off his shirt.

If she had been the kind of girl that had gossipy friends, Bee thought, they would have confided that Reese looked like an actor on television, muscles taut and still tan from summer. Girls at school seemed to like him. Some were especially nice to her, hoping to get his attention. But even Bee could see through that.

“Go away.” She turned back to her math, itching to pull out her sand. Once Reese had stolen the box and poured the sand into the carpet. Her mother hadn’t been able to afford to buy more for nearly a month. The wait had been agonizing. She nearly failed math that time.

“Make me.” Reese stood up and stepped in front of her. Easily six inches taller than she was, he had her trapped in her chair.

She didn’t like it. She wanted him to stop.

After considering solutions, she punched Reese in the crotch. He bent over with a deep groan.

She grabbed one of the stones on the desk, rubbed it in her left hand for comfort, and then picked up her pencil.

He thumped the back of her chair. “I’m gonna get you for that.” He limped out of the room, snagging the helmet on his way.

A few minutes later, Bee heard the shower running. She finished her twenty math problems and took her book down to her mother.

Gina loaded the washer with Reese’s football jersey and her own uniforms from the restaurant where she waitressed first shift. “Do you have anything that needs washed?”

Bee shook her head. “I will have a cookie?”

“Sure,” Gina replied, turning the knob to start the machine. As the water started flowing into the washer, a yell came from down the hall.

“All right, all right, I’ll wait until you’re done!” She sighed. “Not like I have all day to do this.”

Bee trailed after Gina into the kitchen, where she took a cookie from the jar and sat in a chair, watching as her mother emptied a box of macaroni into a pan of boiling water and set a can of peaches on the counter. Reese always complained that they didn’t have enough money or enough real food. But they had breakfast and dinner every day, and lunch at school, so what else did they need?

“Bee, I’m going to be late tomorrow. Nancy asked me to run a double shift, okay? Can you let yourself in the house all right? Just come inside and do your homework. Then you can watch TV if you want.”

When the sound of the shower down the hall stopped, Gina started washing the dishes. “Okay?” When Bee didn’t answer, she turned and poked at the chair. “Bee? Okay?”

Bee had been thinking about her friend Hana, imagining the sand in the desert. She should visit Hana. Soon. “Okay.”

Gina studied her daughter. “You need a haircut.”

“We can go to the haircut store?”

Bee looked up hopefully. She liked the beauty shop. They played a movie for her, so she could focus on the visual instead of the tactile repellent of someone touching her hair. When she had been small, she had screamed and cried when her hair was brushed. It had been agony.

The only way they had all survived was to brush only long enough to go through the alphabet. When her mom got to Z, the brushing stopped. And Bee had known her letters earlier than anyone on the block, even if it had all been trapped inside her head.

“Maybe. Let me see what tips are like tomorrow.” She stirred the macaroni, turned it down, and set aside the packet of dried cheese.

Reese lumbered into the kitchen a few minutes later, took a peek in the pot, and frowned. “Dad has steak on Thursdays.”

Bee’s mother turned away, appearing stung. “We don’t.”

“And when can we get real bananas?” Reese studied the bag on the counter. “You always buy the ones with brown spots all over them. Just once it would be nice to have a plain yellow banana. You know, that’s why they call it fresh fruit.” He stomped past into the living room and flipped on the television.

Bee peeked around the corner at the loud noise that followed. The screen was gray and grainy with no pictures. The sound roared, saying nothing. She hated static, that’s what her mother called it. It hurt her ears. She covered them tight.

“No cable, either? Crap!” Reese threw himself down on the couch, not bothering to turn off the television.

Bee saw the hurt on her mother’s face and felt green inside. She got up and went to her room, where she didn’t have to listen any more.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 3

 

 

BEE closed the door behind her.

She tucked her lapis lazuli rock, carved in the shape of a small pyramid, into her pocket, and then climbed in bed under her comforters. She reached on her bedside table for the music box that she had received for her eighth birthday and wound it. When the melancholy tune began to play, she hummed along off-key.

The top of the small box, which fit in her hand, was a snow globe, and she turned it upside down, watched the little white flakes swirl and dip in the trapped solution. After several seconds of listening to the music, the usual thing happened.

The sensation of being in her bed wavered. Then there was a sparkling grayness all around her, like television static but not as loud. Bee squeezed her eyes shut. Bright speckles of light in the gray overloaded her sensitive sensory limits. When the feeling of movement stopped, she felt warm, very warm.

She opened her eyes slowly and saw the sun shining over a vista of red-orange sands and plateaus with mountains in the distance.

She had made it.

Bee tucked the box in her jacket pocket and ran up through the sand to the back door of Hana’s adobe house. There were seven ceramic pots painted in clever tones of orange and blue set along the edge of the back porch to dry in the sun.

She knocked softly.

Hana’s dad must be teaching a class. She knew that’s what he did. There always seemed to be extra people around when Bee visited.

Hana’s blonde head popped up in the window. She opened the door with a grin. “Hey! I didn’t know you were coming today! I made crunchy corn. Hurry!”

Bee admired Hana’s red and orange smock worn over deep blue baggy slacks. Hana was always a burst of color, outward and inward.

Hana took her hand and drew her inside. Bee resisted, not liking to be touched. As they scrambled past the front room, she caught a glimpse of Ammon Moss as he conducted a class on brushstroke techniques to half a dozen rapt students of varied ages who sat on stools in front of blank canvases. Following Hana, she tiptoed down the hall of the single-story ranch house.

The bedroom was as colorful as Hana. Thick red curtains shaded two large windows from the unrelenting desert sun. A multitude of light tinted blankets graced the double-sized bed, along with half a dozen throw pillows in the colors of the rainbow. One long wall was painted with a broad mural of a beautiful calm lake, its deep blue offset by a surrounding forest with green leaves offering a mosaic of light and dark near the ceiling. Hana’s father had painted it.

Hana closed the door behind them. She dragged a green-cushioned bench near the table for Bee, and then climbed into her own chair.

“I’m gaming on the Netlink,” Hana said. “I hit level three already!”

Bee didn’t know why Hana called the Internet the Netlink, or why she called the bowl of popcorn in her lap crunchy corn. Things were just different at Hana’s house. That was okay. Bee just needed to know the rules of each place. Then she tried to follow them.

She took a handful of the puffy white snack and pulled the chair closer to watch Hana take her avatar through a dark forest, trying to avoid an assortment of evildoers. Bee didn’t mind just watching. Talking was difficult for her sometimes. Watching relieved her of the need to struggle for words.

She envied Hana’s computer set-up, tricked out to the max, all the special video cards and sound devices, a webcam, anything a teenage girl could want. Reese had pestered their mother for a computer for several years running, but they had never had the money. Bee used the one at the library whenever she could and spent her school study halls in the computer lab, looking up things. She yearned for one at home, too.

But Reese would probably hog it, and she would never get to play.

Intent on the game, Bee squealed when a sharp movement to the left caught her eye just before a two-foot-long leathery green lizard dropped heavily into her lap. Its claws poked through the fabric of her clothing, but just a little.

Hana jumped at the noise. Then laughed when she saw what had happened.

“That’s Griff,” she said. “He won’t hurt you.”

Bee wasn’t frightened of the iguana, just surprised by its appearance. She ran a finger gently down its mottled back. “He’s warm.”

Hana nodded. “He’s been outside. He’s a reptile. He takes on the temperature of the air around him.”

“What does he eat?”

“Fruits. Vegetables. Sometimes big bugs.”

Hana held out a piece of popcorn to the iguana, but it wasn’t interested. It sniffed at Bee again. Then it clawed up a dead tree branch propped against the wall, taking a position in a V in the tree, where it fell asleep with one shiny black eye opening every so often to spy on its surroundings.

“I like him.”

“You like all animals.” Hana smiled and found a place to pause her game, as the other gamers were called away for mealtime.

“You even like Tawnsa.” Bee followed Hana’s glance to a glass tank where a desert tarantula struck a gloomy pose.

Bee nodded. “You have lots of pets.” Bee wasn’t as sure she liked the wolf-dogs and the wildcat Hana had half-tamed, but they remained outdoors, which was comforting.

“You don’t have any pets?”

“I have a brother.”

Hana gave a merry laugh. “That’s not a pet!”

She set aside the empty snack bowl. “Besides, I wish I had a big brother. I hate living out here in the middle of nowhere all alone. Well, except for my father.”

Bee looked out the window. From Hana’s back porch, it was open space as far as she could see. No neighbors, no motorcycles revving up and down the street, just peaceful quiet. She would love to live here. “You could have Reese.”

“He’s what, seventeen? He’s still a couple years older than me. I don’t know.” Hana ran her fingers through her nearly waist-length hair. Then she braided it with experienced movements, tying the ends in green ribbons. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

Bee shrugged, disinterested. “Boys are stupid.”

Hana smiled. “They can be. But they can be a lot of fun too.” She sighed and glanced at the computer screen. “Or at least my Netlink friends say so. I don’t even go to school. My father has them send my books out here, so I can home school.”

“You don’t have to go to school?” Bee envied her.

“I can’t! The nearest school is in Lipron, about fifty kilometers from here. No way to get there. At least until someone invents a transporter.”

“A what?”

“A transporter. A machine that can just beam you from place to place, so you don’t have to take an automech or the public vans.”

“Oh.” Bee thought about her music box and how it got her from her room to Hana’s house as well as other places, but she couldn’t have explained it. She had put off Hana when her friend had asked how Bee had arrived at her house, unable to find the words. Thankfully, Hana had come up with her own explanation.

Hana paged through varied sites on her computer, as if looking for something to catch her interest. “It’s nice of your mother to bring you all the way out here and drop you off. When’s she coming back?”

“I’m not sure. Soon.”

As long as Bee had been doing whatever it was she did with that music box, she was never sure how it happened or how long it would last. For the first couple of years, she would find herself somewhere else.

Sometimes she was in a nice place with time to look around and explore a little before she was back in her bed or chair or wherever she had been before she left. Some of the places had been inexplicable, back when her language still wasn’t very good. At that time, she couldn’t even read signs at home, much less those in other places. When she was nine, she had finally learned how to read, which helped a lot. Now she read everything she could.

Some of the places were not nice. Once she had opened her eyes in a cloudy dark space where she couldn’t breathe. She must have shaken the music box when she thought she would die, because she woke up safe in her bed.

Most of the first trips had been short, just a few minutes. After she had found the lapis lazuli pyramid and started carrying that with her, she discovered she could remain longer. She stayed more time at Hana’s house than any other place, but did not know why. She still wasn’t very good with time, though. She never knew how long she could make herself stay somewhere.

Someone knocked on the door of Hana’s room.

“Come in!” Hana said.

Inside stepped a stocky man with a round face, blue eyes like Hana’s, and shoulder-length graying hair pulled back into a loose ponytail. “I didn’t hear an automech.” Ammon Moss tossed a look of suspicion at Bee and then glanced out the window.

“I walked up,” Bee said with a solemn tone of voice.

“You really need to let me know when your friends from the Netlink are coming, Hana.” Hana’s father surveyed the room. “You’ve got to be careful. People might try to steal some of the art.”

Hana scowled. “Poppy, Bee’s been here before. You just forgot because you’re in the middle of the oils class.”

“Who’s your parents, miss?” Ammon persisted. “They drove you all the way out from Lipron?”

Bee did her best not to cower. Red and black colors swirled all around him. “My mother is Gina Warrick. My father is Ben Warrick.” She watched him, wide-eyed.

The man was not appeased. He pulled Hana to one side. “You know how I feel about having someone in our home who hasn’t been cleared by the security link, Hana. You are the most important objet d’art here.”

He smiled, but Bee thought the smile must have hurt him because he pushed it so hard. “I lost your mother. I can’t lose you. I won’t.”

“Poppy,” Hana said in soothing tone. She stood and gave her father a hug. “Bee’s fine. You shouldn’t worry so much. Go back to class.”

With a harrumph, Ammon gave Bee a final once-over look and then left the room.

Hana turned to Bee and smiled. “Don’t mind him. I’m all he has, since my mother died. He’s just overprotective. He didn’t mean anything against you.”

If that’s what a father was like, Bee was just as happy she never saw hers. “Maybe I better go.”

Hana frowned. “Already? It seems like you just got here.”

“My mother will expect me.” As Bee spoke, she felt a tug at the edges of her attention, a tingle in her midsection that could mean only one thing. “I better go.”

Getting up, Bee pushed past Hana and made her way toward the door through which she had entered the house.

Hana followed, protesting her sudden departure, but Bee got out the door and started across the yard.

She plunged into the dizzying grayness for several long seconds. Then she felt a cozy comforter tucked around her body and her mother shaking her.

“Bee! I’ve been calling you! Time for dinner!”

Bee set the music box on the bedside table, atop a stack of black-accented doodle papers, thinking how the ribbons Hana tied into her hair were the color of the iguana. Without answering her mother, she stuck her feet into bunny slippers and hurried to join the family meal.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 4

 

 

CORYDON Briggs shrugged off his football jersey and studied it with a critical eye before tossing it on the washing machine. His mother wouldn’t find enough grass stains on it, he thought ruefully.

He passed through the kitchen and grabbed a polished red apple from the bowl on the table, taking a bite as he looked in the refrigerator to see what else there was to eat. He was average size for a high school senior and not really built for his position at tackle. But that’s where he found himself. He didn’t have enough talent to hold one of the more valuable positions on the team. He was just a body to fill the line.

Cory continued up to his room, located over the garage. That was actually serendipitous, because when he and the other boys of Juggernaut got together to jam, they didn’t disturb Cory’s parents. Very much.

Spreading out his books on a small build-it-yourself desk, he slumped in his chair and stared hopelessly at his trigonometry book. He hated math. He was only taking it because his father had insisted he had to have four maths on his transcript, so he could get into a good college.

“You’re going to need the academics, Cory,” Tom Briggs had said at the end of the previous year. Cory had been sitting at the kitchen table, course selection book open before him. He had selected a daily study hall and a weekly music lesson. His father vetoed them.

“I mean, it’s not like you’ll be able to get a football scholarship. Not like Stan.”

Cory hated Stan, too.

Not that it mattered much. Stan was dead.

Six years earlier Cory’s older brother, a promising young quarterback, had led the Frankville Cougars to the state championships, garnering offers from no less than five colleges for a full four-year ride.

Tom and Nora Briggs had been proud. They had finally been somebodies. They had been wined and dined by the who’s who of their small town. Tom’s insurance client portfolio had nearly doubled, and Nora had finally been asked to join the prestigious Arcantec Club by the mayor’s wife. Everything had been going just fine.

Cory had idolized his big brother. Though Stan knew it, he had always been a good guy. He had teased his little brother. What boy didn’t? But he had also taught him a lot about life and love and respect. When Stan was killed in a car crash coming home from a game with some rowdy friends, it had devastated them all.

Cory hadn’t realized then the extent to which that event would change his life. That eleven-year-old boy had been crushed at the loss of the big brother who had been everything to him, a midnight confidante, a coach and a friend.

He had slept for nearly a month with the black T-shirt Stan had bought him the summer before on the family vacation to Cape Coral, Florida. It didn’t fit any more, but even now he took a moment before every game and clutched it tight in his hand, thinking of Stan before hiding it in his locker.

The little ritual failed to make him a great player, though, and his parents never seemed to get over that. He was nobody.

There were only three weeks left in the high school football season, and Cory was grateful. Unlike most of the other guys on the team, he didn’t have girls hanging all over him. His good friend Reese Warrick always invited Cory to double date or come out to parties after games. Cory found it embarrassing to explain that, even though he was seventeen, he still had a 9 p.m. curfew on non-game nights and half an hour after the game was over when there was a game.

“I’m not Stan!” he had pleaded with them more than once. “Just because—”

“I’m the father, and I lay down the law,” Tom had said. “I will not put your mother through that again. End of discussion.”

Cory had no social life other than what he could create in his own garage. Reese, fortunately, played bass, so he was part of Juggernaut. He was due in half an hour for a jam. The guy who ran the local teen hangout had promised the band could audition for him at the end of the season, and if they were good enough, they might actually score a paying gig. That would be sweet.

Realizing that staring at his book wasn’t getting much done, Cory glanced at the clock. His parents would be home in an hour. Since the weekend was coming up, the first thing his father would do would be to log on to the parent link from the school district to check his grades, make sure he was still eligible for the game Friday.

But only three more weeks.

In the meantime, he had an hour. And a raid planned by the guild of his new Blood Elf character. With a grin, Cory called up his Realm of Warriors game, allowing some of his hostility to play itself out through his avatar.

Reese came over about seven o’clock, just as the Briggs family was sitting down to dinner. Nora wiped her hands on her blue gingham apron and went to the cupboard for another plate. Reese gave her a cheesy smile and pulled a chair up to the table.

“Thank you, Mrs. B.”

Cory made a face. He had hoped when Reese showed up that he could bail and take his plate to the garage, avoid another strained dinnertime conversation when he had nothing to say to his parents and didn’t want to hear anything they had to say to him. But instead, his friend heaped a plate full of food and dug in with gusto.

“How’s the season going, Reese?” Tom asked. “You scored, what, two touchdowns last week? That statue of liberty play was something. Caught the Bulldogs right off guard.”

“Yeah! We’ve practiced that for weeks, but this is the first time we used it.” Reese went on to dissect the coach’s take on using older plays.

Cory observed his father as he became more animated, getting into the discussion. Tom Briggs had been a player back in the day, high school and into college, before a particularly hard tackle blew out his knee, and he had to give it up. Tom loved talking football, always had with Stan, but Cory had lost interest when it became clear his father was pushing him to fill his lost brother’s shoes.

He glanced over to his mother, who was methodically eating her pork chops and corn. He ought to make an effort to interact. “How was your day, Mom?”

She rewarded him with a faint smile. “Not too bad. I think I’ve got the three shifts on the floor arranged so the hospital patients will have adequate care 24/7.”

“Awesome.” Cory took a refrigerator biscuit and smeared marmalade on it. He half-listened to his father and Reese, something in him a little jealous, but not enough to spur him to join the conversation.

“Did you get your paper finished for the Renaissance?” his mother asked.

“Uh-huh. Turned it in third period. Mrs. Dench said she wouldn’t have the results back for a couple of days. Maybe the end of next week.”

“When’s the proposal due for your senior project?”

“The first of November, Mom.”

Exactly. The conversation he really didn’t want to have. Demands and scolding. Just leave me be, he pleaded in silence.

“Oh well. You still have a couple of weeks. I’d like to review that before you turn it in. You know, just to see if there’s anything we can do to help,” Nora added.

“Thanks, Mom,” Cory said, knowing it would make her stop.

He scraped the last bite onto his fork and got up from the table. “Excuse me,” he said, taking his plate to the sink.

Reese took the hint and let Tom monopolize the conversation while he gulped the food on his plate. “Yeah, so I’ll see you at the game, Mr. Briggs.”

He got up and set his plate next to Cory’s.

“I’ll look forward to some dynamite plays, Reese. Kick some tail!” Cory saw his father’s smile, surprised he could even recognize it. It was directed so seldom at him.

“Sure thing, Mr. B.” Reese smiled at Cory’s mother. “Thanks again, Mrs. B.” As she beamed, he followed Cory out to the garage.

“Suck-up,” Cory muttered as he closed the door firmly between the garage and the house.

“What? It’s all a game, bro. You manipulate the ’rents. Like tonight, I got my mom to take out the trash just by complaining that she never makes Bee do anything. Little sped slacker.”

Cory juiced his amp and picked up his electric guitar, nothing special, just an off brand. He had been saving up for a used Ibanez they had at the World of Music in Erie, though he truly lusted after the shiny black Fender he had spotted at a music store in Cleveland.

He picked a few notes, ran through an opening riff, adjusted the volume. “If she’s messed up, Reese—”

“Bleeding heart.” Reese’s laugh mocked his friend. “She’s not nearly as broken as she lets on. Sometimes she goes off on something, and she knows three times as much about it as any normal person.”

“I thought you said she was in special classes because she was Rain Man.” Cory thought about Bee, remembering the peculiar green color of her eyes and the thousand-mile stare she used when she looked at him. At first it had creeped him out. It seemed like she could pierce through to his soul.

“Not any more, she’s not,” Reese replied. “They moved her into regular classes. Then they yanked that tutor, the one that had to be doing all her homework for her. Now Mom cuts her a break on the chores, because ‘poor Bee has such a hard life’. Whatever.” He rolled his eyes.

Cory frowned. “It’s not her fault.”

“Not you too. Geez.” Reese dialed up his amp and played the opening notes of Smoke on the Water.

A tap of drumsticks came at the far door. Juggernaut’s drummer, Jeremy, slipped in. “What up? Dude! I completed my epic armor set!”

“No way! Which one?” Cory stared in amazement.

“On my seventy lock.”

Reese looked over, stopped playing, slack-jawed. “Which spec?”

“Oh, total demonology!”

Cory exchanged disbelieving glances with Reese. “What’s yours?”

“Mine’s sixty.” Reese said.

Jeremy grinned with pride. “Great! We can go to the Outlands this weekend!”

Cory moped a minute, thinking he should by rights have had his sixty by now too. Because his parents had come home too early, he had scrambled to make it look like he had gotten his chores done. “Yeah, I’ll have mine by Saturday.”

“Coolio, So let’s be bad guys!” Reese started the riff again.

Jeremy laughed and jumped in with a beat, and Cory followed. The garage rattled and vibrated as the boys played through their brief repertoire, making up in exuberance and volume what they might have lacked in raw talent.

Sometimes you didn’t need words, just the movement under your fingers and the vibration through to your soul, Cory thought, letting the music swallow his resentment and hurt for another night.

 

* * * * *


CHAPTER 5

 

 

AT dusk, the Conductor strolled along the neighborhood street on a planet not unlike his own nor unlike the one of his birth, though none of the three were on the same dimensional plane.

He had been on the world called Earth for several weeks, determined to stay until he found the two individuals who activated the silver forks tuned to D and high B-flat. The instruments had led him to this small city, surprised to find two in the same location and so close to each other. Earlier he had been past the humble home that contained his B-flat, but had been thwarted from contact by a near constant stream of comings and goings.

Resolved to return later, he held the D in his hand now, its vibration stronger. He was close. The cool breeze brought the scent of fallen leaves and wood fire as he walked with measured step along the paved sidewalk, his black case slung across his back.

There.

The house was unremarkable except for the amount of noise being generated in the east end of the structure. The man approached the large, wide door on the front of the garage and listened a moment. The rhythm indicated the sound must be music of some kind. Stringed instruments, as well as drums. The young man or woman had musical gifts, a sign that all would be well.

Wary, he looked up and down the road. This world had proven to be much more regulated than his
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